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While there is general agreement among researchers examining the 

» . ■* ■ ' , ^ 

agenda** setting function of the mass media about the appropriate coni:ent 
analysis procedures for measuring media agendas^, there is little' 

*consi&n^us about t^e measurement .0/ personal , agendas among voters^ 
students^ find other populations. Revievf of the research done to date-^ 
on agenda* setting sUows cons^iderable variety in the conceptualization 
and operationalization of agenda measures* ^ 

At least five different ^data collection' techniques have been used 

.-to obtain measures of perSLonal agendas* Open-ended questions have 
frequently been employed^ .appearing in the series of studies 1>y McCombs 
and-Shaw (19J2> 1973) anji also in Tipton et al. (1973)* The major 
argument in favor of ppcn- ended questions- to elicit data on the import > 
tance of issues rests on their relative uriobtjcusiveness* The respondent 

is free to name any issue of topic that comes to mind* (lliere are^ ■ 

■* * 

\. * ' ^_ ' 

however^ some hints in the data collected to date that even opeh-ended ^ 

questions ,are. subject to some degree of set* ^Por example^, inclusion 

of the term '^public opinion,*' '*governmcnt , ** or similar wordings seem ^ 

to limit the number of highly personal^ idiosyncratic responses* Never- 

* ■ ^ ' - 

tbeless^ the open-eroded question does avoid having the researcher s.uggest 

an explicit agenda for ratification by the respondent*) 

/ . ' \ . " t ^ " ^ ^ 
At the same time, the dpon-ende^ question reduces the'comparabillty^ 

of responses' across subjects. Since thfs is,tjje case, there have, been a 

number* of attenipts" to obtain data from each respondent across a large 
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^j£|nge of -issues* Conmpn to atl these data-colleccion procedures is the 

necessity forthe researcher to submit a list af Issues to the^respohdait* 

• ■ ' ' ■ 

McLeod ejt al. (1973) asked respondents to rankrorder a li^t of six Issues* 
In^l972 Durham study reported in the Working Papers respondents were asked 
to rdte each issue as 'Very important,*' ^'Somewhat important,** or **Not at 
all important.'* The 197Z Syracuse Voter Study conducted .by Patterson and^ 
McClure used seven-golnt scales to obtain respondents* ratings on the 

^ importance of various Issues* The 197^ Charlotte Voter Study (McCombs, 
Shawet^*) used pai^ed-comparisoh scaling to obtain- respondents* ratings 
on the issues. . - ^ 

Jhere Is also a major conceptual issue to be considered aside from 

* the methodology of agenda measures* The influence process hypothesized 
^ m^vthe ag^da-setting function of the press caif be conceptualized in 
either Intra* personal or inter^personal terms* While most of the work to 
date has used antra-persohal_ measures of issue salience,. Mc£feod et al^ 

'''(1973) point out the need for consii^eration of -agenda-setting in ih^er-^ 

personal terms. ^ 

*'The agenda* setting hypothesis asserts the^media exert, 
.influence through the choice of -certain, issues for emphasis 
in n^ws pfeisentations and editorial comment as well as the^ 
omission of other issues. Ifliile ther^ Is little conflict, 
regarding the thrust of this assertion'in the literature. , ^ 
there is some questioji as to the proper indicant of Influence; 
In other "Words, the dependent variable for the hypothesis has 
^ varied, stemming, perhaps', from the. diverse origins of the 
concept* Park (1925) was most concerned with tH^ effects af 
media presentation on the topics pf. conversat-ion within a 
<:Qjnmunity served, by *tha me^ia; Xippmann (1922) wa^ most 
. concerned with the effects of the media presentation on, the 

audience*s vlew-^of reality-. ' 

"In the Mcuombs and dissociates* operationalizations the 
dependent influ^ce vari^ibies are intra personal* Yet the 



notloD-.of the media setting the agenda for It's audience seeps 
to ali.ow for a more general- definition liivolving^coninuhtty or 
inter personal , Interaction. Aproper operattonalization of 
this latter concept could involve asking respondents both what 
they talk about with ,other"raembers of the community and what 
issues <^her comntuni^ty members are rai&ing with themj^' 

Ulfimately^.decistons on the proper operationalizing of agenda. , ^ 

measures in inter-personal or inti^a-personai "terms will depend on" the 

theoretical context of the research. While both views are possible'^ one 

is likely to prove empirically more fruitful than the othfr. But -that is 

the future. The more limlte^ytask at hand is to jlbcwnent p/tterns of 

convergence and divergence ai^ri^the various measures^ pf agenda-setting 

■ k ' ~ ' ' ' 

used to date. More particular lyjjbthis paper comp'ares the ^ata generated - 

by open*^ended measures , (the dominant methodology in the ag«nda-setting 
Irescarch^to date)^ of personal agendas, conceptualized in intxa*pers6nal 
versus inters personal terms. * ^ 

Since thQ., focus is on the internal validity of the agenda measures, 
a highly homogeneous population was selected ^s the source for the comg/a- 
rative data.^lJased on previous findinjgs (Mullins^ 1973)*of greater variance 
in the agendas of ,feiiiale students than of male students, and of greater 
^variance among seniors^ the population selected for study was sophomore ^ 
males residing tti Syracuse Universit^t^ousing. Interviews were completed 
with 302 sophomores during the last week of October 1973. *The interviewers 
were graduate ^students in. two Hewhou^e School research methods courses. 

Findings • ' " 

^Tlie leaciojfr open-ended question simply asked respondents to designate 
some of the raaj6r, p^roblems a^d issues facing the United. States- today* " 



other than the general set cfstablished by introducing, the interview as a 

public opinion poll^ no set or frame of reference was_^stab.lished^ for 

responses to tft is- opening query. Respotidents could list as many issues 

or problems as they wished. The, inodal number listed was three. 

Immediately after ans^oe^ing this general question, two specific 

frames of reference, intrarpersonal and Inter-pers^onal, were introduced. ^ 

?he two folXowup questions' were : k ^ ^ 

Vlhich .of . these problems or issues, is the:.most -^Important ^ 

to you"> peicsonally? * 

VFhich of these' problems^br issues have you talked about 
most often with other^during the past montht 

Th^ orcler of .these questions was systematically Rotated so that^ half of 

the respondents received the intra-personal question first and half - 

received the interrpersonal question first. 

Analysis ^first fcfcuses on- the differences in aggregate agenda profiles 
resulting from differences in the way the open-ended question, is, put. ^ VFhat 
happens when a specific frame of reference established? When the 
specific frame of reference shifts from the intra^^personal to<the inter- 
personal? . . 

Five agenda profiles aipe qompared in Table I. Their soiyfces are: 
I. the Intra- personal question;' II. the inter-* personal question; lit. first 
response to, the initial open-ended query; IV. summation of the first three 

responses, to the init'tal query; and V. summatio n qf ^-the first thre*, 

^ ■ ^- ^ i If 
responses to the initlal^uery weighted for the order in which they were 

Hsted byothe Respondents ; ^ ^ , ' 

It is clear that neither . a shift in. the frame of.reference nor in 
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the anount and nature of data taken from the general open-ended' question- 
makes any substantial differeqce in the agend'a profile* Three of the 
rank*order^ are Identical (rho = +1) and the reniaining seven are all +.9b> 
the result^ of a single transposition'in^^ankft. ^ ^ 

Across all five measures Watergate 1? ranked first; the Middle 'Eaftt> 

t , , .^ - . - ; - - . 

second; and Energy /Environmental problems^ fifth. Rising prices and 
otKer^ widely , scattered concerns alternate between th]f.rd and fourth pofti* 
tion in the agendas. . ' . . 

However^ *these are aggregate agendas based^in three of the five cases 
on first mentions only.- ,The- fact that Energy/Environmental problems are 
i^anked , first by only a minority and so end'up in- fifth position iti tihe - 
aggregate is no assurance that it ranks fifth- among most ineinbers of the 
group. If agenda- setting were a. simple hypodermic influence process^ 

everyone exposed tp the same news media should show identical. agendas. 

The fact t^at a minority irahk Energy/EnviiEonmenta^ problems first raises 
important questions about how individuals build their agendas i^rom the 

information in the news iifedia. ^Most of the research^ to .date has. regarded 

' ' \ " ' ' ^ " • « 

ag^nda-^setting as a sociological phenoinenon and^so matched aggregate 'group' 

profiles against aggregate news coverage^ But the next important step-is^ 

to shif^ to the individual as the unit of analysis. . For the data here 

thi,s<means examining individual profiles and individual differences in./ 



issue agendas as^ we shift and vary the frame of reference ;in the open-^ 
ended questions used to elicit personal agendas. 



While ttiere is considerabj^e overlap irn^the rep|.ie8 to the general 
open-ended -question and to the specific question aboqt intra-persoRal 
importance (Table 2)> thie leVdbff question used tn -the " survey ia 'not a 
perfect projective device by any means* .Respondents do not fully .prpJVect 
^their personal concerns into the replies*. If they did 50, then close to 
100% of the- replies vould- fal^r along the main diagohajlt 'But actually, 
less than half of the responses- (48* l!t) ^faU on the principal diagonal* 
Even for Watergate, the most salient Item^ on the 4gei^da, only 54*1% of ^ 
't^ose lifting yatergate firS't ^Cually designated it as most important to 
theiQ personally* Watergate does show the greatest consist^^ncy acrossvth'e^ 
two questions^ Lowest . Is Energy /Environment with only 25*455 of those^ 
first lifting this problem area actually designating it . as most"^ important' 
personally* ^e median level of agreement between first reply to the , 
open^eu^ded question and issue des^igha^ted as most important personally is ^ 
41*4%, less than half, in short, a. general open^et^ed' question is a ' ^ 
useful projective devic'^e for ascertaining intra^personal agendas,^ but the 
r,elati^&ship is far from perfect* " ^ 

\3^e. general open-ended ^queation ia somewhat morjc closely related to 
inter- personal concerns* Apparently^ respondents project more of what ^ 
they talk a£out frequently than what they personally regard as important . 
Into their responses to the general ;o[^eh*ended question* In Table 3 
nearly two-thirds (61*5%) of the responses fall on the principal diagonal* 
Th(^re is greater agreement h^re between ^irst mention and the isaue 
talked .about most often* Watergate again shows the greatest consistency- 
0OtST*p a considerable increase ^over tlie first mention/intra'-personal 
concern comparison)-* However, the medians are quite similat for Tables -2" 
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. To complete, the comparisons Table 4 shows the relationship of InCra-^ 
personal and lnter-^|rers6nai^concern^. Again, we se'e some, but 
far firont perfect, overlap In responses to the two ^questions. '-^Whet^ the 
individual -respondent ^s the unit of analysis, designation' of a specific 
frame of reference or a shift from an In cra-^ personal frame to an Inter-^ 
. personal fra^e does produce changes In the Items at the top of t{ie agenda 
In this specific set i>f data collected In fall 1973« Watergate la a major 

reason-^ot the shift* tttille a majority lloted It first In the Inbervlen 

* .1 
and a majority also, reported talking about Vatergate m<jat, legs than half 

^designated it a^- their moat lmpox\tant personal concern. It Is thla 

disparity that reduces t^e over lap\|>et ween the agendas produced^'by^ the 

three open-cnde*d questions. \ . " 

These contingency tables show considerably m6re slippage In the <Jata 

than did the rank-o^der correlations reported In Table 1* At the aggre-' 

gate lavel, -Individual variations resulting front frames b£ refe/'ences" 

apparently cancel thems^elves out. AWo at' the aggregate levels ej>ther 

* • . 

a simple }>roJectrve. device or more specific conceptualization of the 

agenda measures In^lntra-^personal^or Inter- personal termsl-seems to yield 

-* ■ \ ■ 1 

\^ little difference "in the datik generated; But when the Individual Is the.^ 
unit of analysis^ differences In the conceptualization of the question 
'put .to respondents make a considerable difference Since the research 
on agend V setitlng at Syracuse University and the University of North 

. Carolina Is moving more and more toward\the Individual as the' unit of 

analysis, spcn^ additional details of these Intra** personal and Inter-^ 

personal agendas will be considered here'. . * ^ 

1^ i . - ■ ^ 

1-Herc' 54,67. of the cases fall. on the dlitgonal^ 
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Probing Behind Personal -Agendas 

^ -'^ - ' ' ■ 

** " 

Consideration of the methodological^ problems In measuring personal 
agerfdas is simply th^- opening step. As we- move -to use of the individual 

as the unit of aT\aljf)sis in agenda-setting research^ it is necessary to 

; ' ' - • - ^ 

consi<^r *the specific me,dia sources relied up'on> level of desire for i^p^e 
information,, and personal reasons for talking about issues and consider- _ 
ing, t;h^m- -personally important]^ in orjier to und^rstdnd, these communication 
situations. Agenda-setting is- an influence process^ but a process that 
can bj&st be understood by taking inc^o account t^he personal .attributes 
and Information- seeking behavior of the individuals in the hews- media ' - 
audiences. ' " ^ . - * ^ . 

Edelstein (1973) has uifgOed persuasively thatr trans-situational ^ 
data on which news media people rely upon for itifoxmation is, quite uasa- 

tisfactory. Edelstein argues and offers data that ,the,.newa.medtum:^ 

preferred by an ii^dividuaX differs from situation tt> situatloti.^^ For 

information on-topic X an individiial ifilght find* the newspaper most ' 

' ' * ' *— ' jl 

useful; for Information on topiciV> It might be TV that'is more useful* 

* • 
This situational approach to preferred or mcfst useful sources of news 

suggests that the Roper data (1973) asserting that TV is used by ritere 

people than newspapers is at least partially artifactual. 

If peo^ple sometimes find one medium more useful and sometimes another 

replies to the trans-situational Roper, questions may^ represent somethings 

of a meaningless average. To ,inv.estigate the validity J^f this notion,' 

the Syracuse sophomores were asked which source of, Information they found 

i 

most useful both for (a) the issue they had designated personally -most 

* - . * T ^ 

' 14 ' « 
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important:^ and (b) the issue they reported talking abou^-aost during the 
,past month* - ^ * 

*For the issue considered personally most important there ^re wide^ 
yariatiojis in the sources p£ information £.ound most useful. Kelther news- 
papers nor- television is. considered the most useful sources for sevexal, 
of "the Issues shown in Table 5. Andv among sophomores who considered 
"rising prices" most important^ a^ut ja third each named ne|/spaper8^ tele- 
vision, and other " sources^ j^s md^S'^elpfun ' ^ ' , 

Considering, only newspapers, and^>television, neither is consistently ; 
selected over the fither. Each ranks 4s the preferred source about half* 
the time. For I/atergat6 and the Middle East, the newspaper Is a^ bit' ^ 
ahead. For rising prices and energy /environmental problems, TV is a bit 
preferred. Across ^11 five comparisons In Tablets the difference between 

the percentage naming newspapers p6.57.;o£ a^ respon^^ 

percentage ^itaning 'television (36. 9vl( of all respondents^ is less than a 

half of one percent. Considering the wide variations within the table^ this 



similarity in the-margi-na^ls^ may be someEfiTng of .^^n^^irCifactual balancing 
out. ' - ^' 

With a shift in the situation — the frame of 'reference — specified 
as the context for evaluating which nj^s source is most useful^ the pattern 
^of responses shows considerable change. - In Table '6 television predoiSinates 
as the most useful source among sophomores who report talking'most during 
the past month about rising prices, the Middle ^East^ Watergate^ and energy/ 
environmental problems. Again, however, the marginals for Table 6 show €. 
difference of only 3*97. in the percentage o£ respondents naming newspapers^ 
and the percentage naming television. Perhaps the most interesting point ^ 
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for future ^tudy is a tehaericy .for television €o be named soinewhat more 
, often as a^useful source when the frame of reference for a specific issue 
under consideration is inter-personal. 

Need fojr Information 

The students also vere asked whether they^had about as much in'forraa- 

tion as they needed on the intra^personal and inter- peisonat l^siie ,tfiey ' 

had named..-. .There, is-very- little. ^vairiation across issuM in the felt need 

for informat|.on, arid this does not change with a shift in the fram? of 

reference. Regardless of the specific issue named or the frame of refer- ' 

ehce? about three- fourfts said they did- not have enough information. 

There is iinquestionably some sogial desirability bias In this data, ""' . ■ 

inflating the number' of_sophqracfces .expressing a need for greatdL^iriforma- ' 

tion. But if we .assume that;..this -bias is un.i^orm across issues and frames 

of reference, it is interesting th^ no other differences seem to be pre'seht. 

, Respondents also were asked why they^Jiad ^eiignated a particular ' 

issue as the one that waj^jgrsQnally. most important to- them; ^nd a little 

later in the intervi^ew, why , they tht^ught the issue they had talked ^boiit ' 

* ' ' ' 

mogt frequently was in fact talked abqut so much.,, ' ■ . 

Again we see that a shift In the frame of reference produces shifts 
in the *kinds of reasons offered by the sophomores for placing an iss^ie at 
the top of their intra- personal or inter-pe^sonal agenda'. There also are 
interesting variations aci^oss issues. 

Acr'oss ail *five intra-personal issues (Table 7), a direct effect on 
the individual is cited most frequentljr (35.7% of all respond^ts) as the 

■ : '. ■ " ■ 18 . • • 



Table 7 



Reason an Issue Is Considered Personally Most' Important by Issjies 



Rising 
Prices 
(n =33) 



12.11!: f 't>.0 



6.1 



75.8 



0.0 



i 



Philo- Jewish , Direct^"'^ E.btu're Other, 

sophic or Friend Concern Effect _Impact-^-.-__ 



6.1 



Middle 
East 
,(n = 53) 



3.3 



4L.5 



0.0 



13.9 



28.3 



7.5 



Ma tier gate 
■ (n = Il5> 



27.0 



0.0 



15.7 



28.7 



10.4 



Energy/ 
Environment 
— (n = ?a) 



10.7 



0.0 



14.3 



46.4 



25.0 



3.6 



Other 
(n =^34) 



35.3 



0.0 



11.8 



38.2- 



2.9 



■11.8 



■■=»iX-! 



X2 -161,10, 20dF, p< .001 
Contingency Coefficient = 0.6! 
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reason for placing an i^sue at the top o£ the agenda^ But across all five 
Inter-personal Issues ^Table 8)> the niost; .frequently cited reason (34.4X 
of all respondents) is that an is;sue is in the^newSi The relationship of 
this response to the notion of agenda* setting is obvious^ and the d3^a hints; 
that inter*personal agendas;^ may be more susceptible to agcndarse.tting 
influences by the pres5#. In any events respondejits explain their inter* * 
personal agendas quite often in terms of the frequency of press coverage* . 

obvious next step for future analysis of this data, is the comparison 
of intra*personal .and inter-^personal agendas with^ news, media agendas* It 
aright ^be, especially interesting to examine the interrpersonal agendas of 
those sophomo^\\^o Justified their discussion- .of an issue in terms of itsr 
freqent appearance in the^nSws^^^^^ - — 

Summary^ 



-J^ the aggregate- level" citlier a simple .pro J^ective device or more ■ 
specrfrc"cbhcfept^jali2atdo^ ot agenda measures irv intjra- personal or inter- 



personal terms seems to yield little difference in the.'d4ta generated* 

' \ ' 

But when the individual is the unit of anal^is^ differences in the 

* *' • ■■ ■ 

conceptualisation of the question pu^ to responden^s^make a consider able"* 
difference* In an intra-personal context there is only 48*1% overlap wi.th 
the general op^n^ended question* But when an interrpersonal .context is^ 
specified thfere is 6l*5t overlap in the responses* . \ 



/ Table 8 

/■ ; ■ ■ ■■ . . - 

/Reason an lasua Is Discussed Most Frequently by Issues' 



Rising 
Prices 

(ft - m 




Watergate 
(h - 197) 



n the News- Most Talkr lEhllo- Jewish Direct Moist 
Most Often ed About sophic or Friend Effect Current 



11. U 



0.0' 



0.0 



0.0 



77.8 



0.0. 



9.4 



46.3! 



Energy/ ] 
Enwironment *^ ^ . OiO 
■ (n - .7) ' 



I .7.5 



.1.9 ' 



30.2 



13.2 



13;^ 



8i6 



4.6 



0.5 



9.1 



Mi3 



, 28.6 



0.0 



57.1 



0.0 



other s 
(n - 16) 



0.0 



6.3 



18.8 



6.3 



37.5 



6.3 



V iel.68,. 28dF» pi .001 



. Contlngerrcy Coefficient ^ 0.'61 



Mhen respondents were asked whiclfi source of informatldh they found 
most useful for the issue' they had named^ striking differences are 



produced by the two contexts* For *intr.a;^per$onal "items TV and newfi^ ' 
papers each dominate on about half the Issues. But in an inter-personal 
context TV dominates aXl but one issue, Orie could speculate on the ^ 
approprlatepess of each type of information (TV news ?tylQ and content 
versus newspaper style and content) for conversations an£kJ^e£^mal reflec 
t'ion. But that Vs a future point of inquiry* 

Finally we see that a shift in-the^-frame of 'reference produces'* 
differences in the reasons cited for pljacing. an item at the top pf the 
agenda* In an intra-^personal context respondents cite direct^ personal 



effects* In aa inter-personal context explicit references are made to 
agenda^'setting* ^ Respondents jexplain frequent discussion of art issue in 
terms of its frequent appewarlce iij the news*. ' - - , , ^ ■ 
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